Working at Casey’s

by Helena Gingras 
“When the alarm is going off and it doesn’t stop, you need to leave the store,” I advised the crew in elegant syncopation.  “The store is filling with smoke and you need to tell the customers to leave,” I continued.  What I really wanted to say was “Save yourselves, you idiots.  If the customers won’t listen, screw ‘em.”  
Sales associates started telling the customers that we had to clear the store.  “What about our stuff?  How can we buy it?” asked a man with his arms full of ten dollar sweatshirts and Red Sox Christmas ornaments.  
“Put them in one of the in-store shopping bags and leave it by the registers,” one of the cashiers said, trying to be helpful.  
“Everyone out of the store!” I said.  If there’s anyone still in the store when the fire department gets here, we get fined.  

“I’m on my lunch hour,” whined a young woman holding a track suit and a baby Patriots outfit on hangers.  “I can’t come back later.  I can’t wait.”  

“Out of the store,” I said pleasantly.  “It’s for your own safety.”  I thought of a line from a movie where a man asks “Mind if I smoke?” and the woman replies “I don’t care if you burst into flames.”  I think it was Joan Crawford.  
“Close your register drawers and go outside,” I told the cashiers.  Then maybe the customers would realize there was no point in staying.

A small boy was running all over the store with a Celtics shirt, waving it like a flag and yelling “Nooooo” as his mother tried to intercept him.  One of the guys from Sporting Goods started checking the back of the store; once when the power went out we had to clear the store of customers, and some tried to hide in the back aisles.

I’m not really sure why I set the fire.  I used a trick I’d read in a book.  You take a cigarette – not the self-extinguishing kind they sell in New York – and a book of matches.  You light the cigarette and insert the filter end into the matchbook, and throw it into, say, a trash can in a public rest room.  When the cigarette burns down to the matches they ignite and set fire to the trash while you, the arsonist, are nowhere near the scene of the crime.  In the book it was used to Create A Diversion.  In my case too I think it was diversion I wanted, but not for any criminal purpose – just something to make the time go by, and something to politely inconvenience the customers.  I thought there was no real danger.  What I didn’t realize was that on the other side of the partition in the women’s rest room was a closet where canisters of flammable liquids and gases are kept – or they were until the explosion.

